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THE BRUNCH


Or, the Panic Attack That Saved My Life


IN FEBRUARY 2019, I WAS STOKED TO BE INVITED TO JAY-Z’S ROC NATION GRAMMY party, an exclusive Hollywood event otherwise known as “The Brunch.” I spent some time thinking about what to wear, before settling on a more formal version of my usual sweatpants and T-shirt attire. A designer loaned me an all-black silk jogging suit, which was both exciting and practical, because an elastic waistband would be vital for this Brunch—I was, as usual, hungry AF, and my goal was to be King Bloat at that black truffle pasta bar.


The cavernous, white party tent was filled with elegant chandeliers, constructed from thousands of roses, peonies, and birds of paradise. It looked like an English country garden in there; they’d gone all out, for sure. But something about all the flowers took me back to a year ago, Jared’s memorial, his smiling face in a large, framed photo surrounded by wreaths, flowers, and messages from loved ones.


Jared was my friend, a mentor who helped me launch my career in Hollywood. He had gotten his start managing a bar for a friend in Reno, where he found himself at the heart of the cocktail culture explosion and invented his own take on a Royal Fizz using Auchentoshan Scotch, malted milk, Art in the Age Root, house-made sassafras bitters, and one whole egg, topped with house-brewed sarsaparilla and atomized cinnamon tincture—a daunting list of ingredients that added up to a grown-up root beer float.


I met him in 2014 at the opening of Harlowe, a bar and restaurant in West Hollywood, after I’d DMed the Harlowe Instagram account a week before the opening party to say congrats. Jared had responded, saying he’d be glad to put me on the list, and that he’d heard of me.


I was only twenty-three but already had eight years of Hollywood nightlife under my belt, starting at age sixteen when I found myself running the door at celebrity hot spot Les Deux, and going on to have my own club nights at the Avalon in Hollywood during the short-lived but spectacular Hollywood club scene of the 2000s.


It was a high-energy, decadent time to be a kid in LA, and I found myself at the heart of a nonstop party, becoming one of the first promoters to bring DJs from the Paris scene to LA, booking Justice and other French acts for dirt cheap, and even hosting a secret show by an upcoming artist, Lady Gaga. The electroclash dance genre had emerged in the clubs of Munich, New York, and Paris and made its way to LA in the early 2000s, combining new-wave aesthetics with a synth-pop, techno, and punk sound, all rolled up in the DIY drama of performance art. It was trashy, underground, decadent, and above all, fun. Artists like Peaches, Ladytron, Fischerspooner, and Scissor Sisters provided the soundtrack for the first “hipsters” to dance to. The Hollywood electroclash scene was filled with kids who had been raised on punk and rave, and you’d often see members of the Rapture and the Yeah Yeah Yeahs partying alongside everyone else. It was an innocent and irreverent time, pre-iPhone, pre-fentanyl, and pre-recession. Rents were cheap in LA—you could rent a bungalow in Hollywood with your friends for $750 a month—and at night, up and down Hollywood Boulevard, clubs and bars were erupting with young Myspace stars, starlets, and emo kids dancing side by side to electroclash anthems like “Fuck the Pain Away.”


This was all very much within my creative wheelhouse—and if there was one thing I’d been raised to understand, it was customer service. I started working at my mom’s café in Downtown LA when I was eleven, so actually, I had a good thirteen years in hospitality under my belt by the time Jared gave me the opportunity to open my own spot. I may have been young in years, but I had earned enough stripes for someone as experienced and respected as Jared to give me the time of day.


At the Harlowe opening party, I made a beeline for Jared and introduced myself. Immediately, there was a rapport, a sense of a shared mission. Electroclash was over, having fizzled out almost as quickly as it exploded onto the scene, and Hollywood’s thriving homegrown indie nightlife scene was morphing into something soulless, commercial, and focused on false notions of “VIP,” whatever the fuck that meant. Jared, like me, was frustrated and embarrassed, even, at how cheesy Hollywood nightlife had become. The douchey bouncers, the long lines, the exorbitant cover charges—it was a shit show, and it felt like everything cool had been sucked out of my town overnight.


Jared was ten years older, but I think he saw a little of himself in me. I was hungry for success and had been for years. My mind was always in a state of pathological activity, turning constantly with ideas and concepts, to the point that some nights, I couldn’t even sleep because of the never-ending train of thoughts and concepts. I didn’t know then what I know now—that I’d been carrying around an undiagnosed anxiety disorder for years—but it didn’t matter at the time. The anxiety was what made me jump out of bed in the morning and get to work.


I think Jared found my passion endearing, to some degree. I was just a kid, and he knew the ropes, but it was obvious that we were both rule-breakers, cut from the same cloth, which made it easy for me to share my vision with him.


“I want to re-democratize LA nightlife,” I said. “Have it feel lawless again, make it unique. Like it used to be, in the 2000s, or like Studio 54 in the 1970s.”


Studio 54 is when American nightlife peaked, in my opinion, and I was obsessed. I’d watch documentaries about that era, over and over. I read Party Monster at least once a month, trying to channel the energy of New York Club Kid life. I’d never experienced it myself, but my father had. He grew up in New York, and in his twenties he bartended at Mr. Chow’s and would frequent Studio 54, Palladium, and Limelight, back when nightclubs were glamorous and exciting because they were populated by creatives who came out of an underground culture.


“That’s what I want for Hollywood,” I told Jared. “Places like that. Nightclubs that are breeding grounds for ideas and friendships and art.”


He seemed interested in what I had to say, so I kept talking.


“Look, everyone’s doing the same shit,” I said. “Craft cocktails, Edison bulbs, and Foster the People on one side of the spectrum, bottle service and Lil Wayne on the other. Nothing in between. And menus, there’s such a fucking formula, you know? Kale salad, hamachi crudo, beef cheek, pork belly, always a poutine, I mean come on!”


I was fully ranting now.


“Also, enough mixology, PLEASE.”


His eyebrows rose—Jared was Mr. Mixology, and here I was, this little asshole, trying to school him at the opening of his own bar? Again, he was gracious enough to humor me.


“So what’s wrong with mixology, Jeremy?” he asked, seemingly genuinely interested in what I might have to say. Which was a lot.


“Every bar is the same. Cocktails in Mason jars. Five hundred different kinds of Old Fashioned: Walnut Old Fashioneds, Maple Syrup Old Fashioneds, Bacon Old Fashioneds. Aperol spritzes, St. Germain. And Fernet. God, Fernet tastes like ass. It’s all part of the same recipe. I fucking hate recipes. Recipes are ceilings, rules, limits, guidelines, telling us how we need to do things. What the right way is. And we need to get rid of them.”


“Well, what are you going to do about it?” Jared asked.


“Something different.”


“Can you be more specific?”


“We need a new template. Like, a mini dance club, with no bullshit cover, no douchey bouncers, no attitude. A simple email RSVP will suffice. No dress code. No self-conscious ‘see and be seen,’ ‘beautiful people’ West Hollywood bullshit. People need to feel welcome when they walk in, like they’re part of a family that will accept them exactly how they are. Maximum capacity eighty people, all of them special, from all walks of life. Famous people, sure, they can come if they want, but they’re going to stand in line with everyone else. And no fucking mixology, no seventeen ingredients—everyone drinks simple cocktails based on great ingredients. Then we let loose. Big time.”


Jared nodded, absorbing my diatribe.


“So… I think you’re saying you want to open a bar?” he said.


“Yeah,” I said. In truth, I hadn’t really thought about it. But yeah, now that he came to mention it, I did.


“You know, we have this attic above Sassafras that’s unused,” Jared said. “How about a pop-up? Think you can handle it?”


Sassafras was a gorgeously baroque Southern-themed bar on Vine Street in the heart of Hollywood. Having a pop-up bar on the premises meant I wouldn’t have to worry about getting a liquor license. All I’d have to worry about was being creative as fuck, and packing the place.


Suddenly, I felt butterflies in my stomach. This was one of those fork-in-the-road moments. The kind you look back on, the chance encounters that change your life, the random conversations that unexpectedly transport you from kid to adult.


“What do you think, Jeremy?”


Before I could respond, I started coughing—I always coughed when I got nervous, and it was annoying as hell. Convulsing and spluttering, I managed to get the words out.


“Yeah, man, let’s do this!”


This conversation happened in January 2014, and by July, Genesis, my nightlife concept above Sassafras, was open, starting as a pop-up every Saturday night. I had my first bar in Los Angeles, at the age of twenty-three. The name alluded to new beginnings—yes, I was trying to reinvent partying and take it back to its roots, but I was also trying to reinvent myself and find a place where my creativity could shine, where I could design an entire space and experience, and curate every aspect of it. I felt ready, but it could never have happened without someone experienced, like Jared, vouching for me, backing my vision, and understanding exactly what I was trying to do.


To get into Genesis all you had to do was email an RSVP to RSVP@wtfisgenesis.com. As promised, there was no cover, no guest list, no promoters, no craft cocktails, no snobbery, no red carpets. Just pure, unadulterated liberation. Recipes out the fucking window. Genesis was the beginning of me, my anti-Hollywood love letter to Hollywood, a new manifesto for nightlife, in my eyes.


Jared’s PR team told all the nightlife blogs what we were doing, and a ton of journalists RSVPed, curious to see what I was up to. A non-douchey club night in Hollywood? A fuck you to VIP culture? Cool! They may not have known who I was, but they were all about the narrative.


“Jeremy Fall, the young LA nightlifer, wants to change the way we go out. Are we ready for it?” Time Out asked.


On opening night, Jared and I were stunned to see lines around the block. In the alcove filled with taxidermy and antiques, we watched as people raised their hands in the air like it was church. Seems like I hadn’t been the only one itching to change things up and reclaim a little bit of that outlaw spirit. The Genesis concept was a hit, and before long, my little pop-up became a permanent fixture.


At that point, it was a no-brainer when I asked Jared to back me as I launched my second project that same year. Golden Box was Genesis on steroids, in the old Writer’s Room, behind Supper Club on Hollywood Boulevard. In there I created an unabashedly on-the-nose tribute to Studio 54, filling the place with golden disco balls and lining the floors with vintage covers of Andy Warhol’s Interview magazine. The walls were paint-splattered and DJs spun from inside a golden cage. I made sure there were very few places to sit because this was a place to dance. To lose yourself in the dark, without worrying about who was watching you. The capacity was two hundred and once again there was NO mixology, NO cover charges, NO sleaze, NO multilevel warehouse bullshit. Just a room where magic happened at night, and once again, the media was all about it.


“Want to hear more about Fall’s plan to conquer LA nightlife? Read our interview with him here!”


Now, it was official—I was a thing. A “Nightlife Person.” I felt a little odd, thinking of myself that way. Something about it didn’t feel quite “me.” But I wasn’t about to nitpick—if people wanted me to be the Nightlife Guy, sure. The customer is always right. Jared took pride in me, his six-foot-seven protégé, and based on the success of Genesis and Golden Box, we decided to partner up a third time, when we relaunched the infamous King Eddy Saloon in Downtown, the oldest speakeasy in the US.


The King Eddy was, how can I put it, a whole different vibe. Notorious in Los Angeles, it was widely known as maybe the sleaziest, gnarliest dive in Downtown, open at 6 a.m. to serve a hardcore clientele consisting of Skid Row’s down and out, and hard-partying hipster kids.


The King Eddy was just blocks from where I grew up with my mom, and I didn’t tell Jared this, but it was a little emotional for me, coming back to this part of town. My memories of the place were not especially happy. We were broke, not homeless by any means, but financially insecure, living paycheck to paycheck amid the maelstrom of deprivation and addiction on our doorstep. As a child, the memories of the lost souls I encountered in the streets of DTLA—hunched over, nodding out, hopeless—became imprinted on my psyche.


I thought by going back there, and working on a bar with Jared, I might be able to reframe my relationship with Downtown, but the energy was off this time. Jared seemed increasingly on edge these days. And Downtown wasn’t that happy to have me back—I was Mr. Hollywood now, and one night someone graffitied RIP JEREMY FALL on a wall at the King Eddy. It was starting to feel like a bad idea.


Shortly after we opened, two members of our staff died by suicide in close succession—a tragic, unnerving sequence of events that, for me, signified the end of the magic carpet ride. I felt the overwhelming need to escape nightlife and the dark, sad, alcoholic elements underpinning it. I eased out of the world Jared and I had inhabited as a team, and I knew he wasn’t coming with me—he was a Nightlife Guy through and through.


“What are you going to do with yourself now?” he asked, when I told him I was exploring new pastures.


“I want to go back to my roots,” I said. “It has to be food.”


“Food? But you don’t have any experience in the food industry. No one’s going to take you seriously.”


“I have a little experience,” I said. “I think it’ll be good.”


Growing up above the café my mother managed on Skid Row, I’d always found comfort in the rituals of food. Simple comfort food, done well. And if there was one thing my anxious mind was craving at that moment in time, it was comfort. But like everything, I wanted it to be different, revolutionary, somehow. I got lucky—the club where I’d run the door, Les Deux, had been revamped with a restaurant spot in the back, so I pitched the owners a pop-up concept, much like I had with Jared, except this would be a nightlife-meets-dining concept. Breakfast in the middle of the evening, with cereal-themed cocktails. Diners would get a newspaper and a cup of coffee upon arrival, and then they’d choose from a breakfast-heavy menu of drunken challah French toast or “Benedict” fries with raclette cheese and smoked paprika hollandaise. I decided to call it Nighthawk, after Edward Hopper’s 1942 painting Nighthawks, depicting an all-night diner with three customers, all lost in their own thoughts.


Again, my youthful enthusiasm won everyone over, and the owners of the space agreed to give me a shot. I convinced Chef Greg Schroeppel from Spago in Beverly Hills to run the kitchen. My bartender, Giovanni Martinez, would serve “spiked cereal milk” cocktails and boozy floats to pair with the breakfast-at-midnight fare, and music would come via a live DJ “jukebox” where diners could request their tunes directly. All this from 10 p.m. to 2 a.m. on Fridays and Saturdays only, at first.


The owners wanted to test things out, see how people would react. This was my first venture without Jared by my side, and everyone was anxious to see how it would be received. That hacking, nervous cough of mine was nonstop in the weeks leading up to our January 2016 opening on Las Palmas Avenue in the heart of Hollywood.


I’m pleased to say, the gamble worked. Honestly, I probably wouldn’t be writing this book if it hadn’t. Nighthawk became my megahit and changed the course of my life. The anxiety-fueled mania that had always caused me to give birth to contrary, random, upside-down ideas was proving to be my greatest ally, as was my ability to “paper-clip” separate concepts together—cereal + booze, breakfast + dinner, nightclub + bar, etc. Paper-clipping was becoming my trademark, the key mechanism behind the explosion of Jeremy Fall, the brand.


“Money, success, it’s all smoke and mirrors,” my dad told me once, explaining the success of Studio 54, and now I could see he was right. Sometimes you do have to be a little mad, a little manic, to dream this hard. To imagine worlds that make no sense until you build them, yourself, brick by brick, and have the guts to share them.


Before long, my bank balance indicated that I wasn’t broke anymore. I wasn’t sleeping on friends’ floors, or crashing in a buddy’s closet like I had while promoting clubs in Hollywood. It was surreal when Jay-Z’s management company, Roc Nation, said they wanted to sign me and make me the first Food Guy on their roster. From Red Carpet Guy to Bar Guy to Food Guy, all by the age of twenty-three. I couldn’t believe how rapidly life was moving, and this new world of financial stability and “success” didn’t even feel real to me. Most days, I felt like an imposter in my own dream.


Jared was the biggest dreamer I knew, next to me. He had imagined and built many worlds from scratch, injecting heartbeats into empty cubes all over Hollywood. But there was something inside, something slowly consuming him, decimating the part of him that wanted to live. Call it addiction, call it mental illness, or just the occupational hazards of working in nightlife… who knows what it was. He was only thirty-eight when something finally overshadowed his will to live, with a self-inflicted gunshot to the head in a small cottage in Echo Park, Los Angeles. That was how his story ended, in 2018. It was unimaginable, to me, how his bright star could have imploded so quickly, how his dreams could have slid into nightmares.


One year after his death, as I walked through the beautiful, flower-bedecked brunch party in Beverly Hills, I wished Jared could have been there with me. My journey from being a broke kid on Skid Row to this party was thanks to him, my fairy godfather, telling me he believed in me and my wild, loose balloon ideas. It was making me feel sad, thinking about it, and when I feel sad, one thing always helps. Food.


I walked over to the pasta bar and loaded my plate with black truffle cavatappi, inhaling the creamy, decadent aromas. Some people don’t eat at these parties, but I will never, ever say no to black truffle pasta, because that shit is fire. Also, I’m the Food Guy, therefore my plate should never be empty. That would be rude.


Looking for a table, I walked past Jay-Z, Usher, and Kevin Hart having a conversation about Black excellence and thought about sixteen-year-old Jeremy—he would be so hyped to see himself now, age twenty-nine, at a party with icons, my name in Forbes magazine’s “30 Under 30” issue. I had legitimately checked all of my sixteen-year-old self’s boxes, and in theory, I should have been feeling on top of the world.


But there it was again. The Cough. Unlike everyone else at The Brunch, my anxiety cough didn’t need an invitation, and it always loved to show up at the worst possible moment. I tried to suppress the hacking, but it wasn’t working. I knew it probably wouldn’t stop for at least an hour, so I had to make a decision. With nowhere near enough pasta in my belly, I decided to bounce.


I said a few quick goodbyes on my way out, making sure not one of those people knew what was really going on—that I was about to have a full-blown anxiety attack. I was used to this shit by now, and had always been good at keeping my little issue to myself, except, it wasn’t a little issue anymore. I was anxious all the time.


About a red light.


A green light.


About being two minutes late, about how people would react to me.


About an elevator door—what if someone was standing on the other side when it opened? What would I do? Would I go out first? Would they come in?


The quick-fire, hyper-aware thoughts that had once fueled my imagination were beginning to run out of space in my head.


Outside the party, I got in the shuttle that took people to their cars, and the driver looked at me.


“Already leaving, man?”


“Yep.”


I stayed quiet the rest of the ride to my car, my heart racing, coughing into my sleeve, droplets of sweat on my brow. I had this under control.
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MY MOM TOLD me that when I was a kid, it would take me forever to get up steps. I would put one foot on one stair, the other foot on the same stair, then wait a minute as I summoned the courage to tackle the next step. Twenty minutes total to climb four steps, and kids would run around me, laughing, calling me wuss, scaredy-cat, and when I was older, “fag.”


Being called names made me angry for a long time, and the way I coped was by working. My career was a shield against criticism, a “fuck you” to a world that insisted my masculinity should look a certain way, that bullied little boys who took twenty minutes to go up the stairs because they never believed the ground could be solid beneath them since they’d grown up broke. Go full force into your career, Jeremy. That was my thinking for fifteen years, and mental health never entered into the picture. Why would it? I was succeeding—so what if I was a little manic, a little stressed out? So what if I coughed like I had a fucking disease?


The cough had started in 2014, same year I met Jared. Same year I opened Genesis. He and I would be mid-conversation, and I’d have to step out of the room because the coughing was triggering my asthma, and I wouldn’t be able to breathe. Then I’d have to get a ride to the hospital, because I didn’t have insurance, and who the fuck can afford an ambulance? Jared knew what it was like, being so busy with work you forget to look after your health, so he told me, “Don’t let little issues snowball into big ones, Jeremy.”


I knew he was right, so I got the cheapest insurance I could find and went to a doctor. Then another. And another. Six different doctors, none of whom could figure out what was going on with me. One of them gave me an endoscopy; he said the cough was corroding the insides of my chest and stomach, and he put me on a diet of white chicken with no salt. For someone who is absolutely obsessed with food and will literally consume ten pounds of McDonald’s to himself, bland chicken is a prison sentence. By the way, here’s what ten pounds of McDonald’s looks like: two Big Macs with extra cheese, two cheeseburgers, a lot of chicken nuggets, a lot of fries.


Doctor Number Seven finally figured out what was going on.


“Your cough is triggered by psychiatric illness. People with anxiety disorder are prone to poor breathing habits and hyperventilation, during which it can feel as though your throat is closing, and that’s what’s causing you to cough.” That was the first time I ever heard the term “anxiety disorder.” Apparently I had “somatic cough syndrome,” or a “psychogenic cough,” and it seemed like until I figured out the anxiety shit, I would just have to deal.


Millennials. We’re busy people. Born somewhere between the fall of the Berlin Wall and the creation of nip slips, we’ve been overprescribed Ritalin for our ADHD; we got Botox at twenty-two while worrying about climate change, the opioid crisis, school shootings, pandemics, domestic terrorism, and the collapse of the world system, in general. Still, I felt like I was doing okay, compared to most people in the world. I was one of the lucky ones. I had turned my disadvantage into privilege. I was sure I could handle a dumb cough by myself, and not let it affect my life any further.


Or could I?


Can we lead with authority and strength when we feel anxious? Can we inspire and motivate others when our minds and hearts are racing? If we suppress the anxiety in an attempt to appear in control, where do those feelings go? Psychologist Rollo May first wrote in 1977, “We are no longer prey to tigers and mastodons, but to damage to our self-esteem, ostracism by our group, or the threat of losing out in the competitive struggle. The form of anxiety has changed, but the experience remains relatively the same.” Meaning, even though we’re not being chased by T. Rex, we are nonetheless still subject to the debilitating effects of uncertainty, and those worries still provoke the same neurological and physical responses felt by cave people at the sight of a saber-toothed tiger.


According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of America, “Stress is a response to a threat in a situation. Anxiety is a reaction to the stress.” Anxiety is fear of what might happen in the future. Sometimes that fear is rational. Sometimes not. Sometimes it’s about something that will happen in three minutes or in thirty years. Anxiety is everywhere, and in the United States, anxiety is the most prevalent mental disorder, with data from the National Institute of Mental Health indicating that about 30 percent of Americans experience clinical anxiety at some point in their lives. Anxious people react quickly in the face of danger. We are more comfortable with uncomfortable feelings, because hello—welcome to my life. We can be more resourceful, productive, and creative, and our tendency to worry can break down barriers and forge bonds between us and nonanxious people, because who else is going to text you to make sure you got home, took your vitamins, or ate your kale?


But left unchecked, anxiety distracts us, kills our energy, and drives us to make poor decisions. Anxiety can be a powerful enemy, and if we don’t look our anxiety in the face at some point, it will eventually take us down. They say the first step is to identify your anxiety: how it manifests itself and how it feels. Then you can take action to manage it, day-to-day and in challenging moments, so you make smart decisions that aren’t born of fear. And the final enemy of anxiety is a strong support infrastructure. A way to share what you’re going through. Once you learn to accept and manage your anxiety over the long term, you’ll start succeeding not in spite of your emotions, but because of them.


All of this is much easier said than done, of course, especially when, like me, you’re in no mood to even take the first step, because you’re just too busy being anxious.
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THE SHUTTLE ARRIVED at the parking lot where I had left my car. On my passenger seat was my copy of the Forbes “30 Under 30” issue. When I had posted the news to my Instagram, my caption was “look ma, no hands.” Her son, the little asshole who shot BB guns at cars on Melrose and sold Pokémon cards so he could afford to buy sodas from the vending machine at school, had “made it.” Being in Forbes told me that everything was going to be okay, that Mom and I weren’t going to be broke anymore, and I’d never have to hear the mad screams of someone shooting speedballs outside my bedroom window, terrified because they were so high they couldn’t see. Nope. That was never going to be my life again.


I pulled onto Sunset Boulevard and drove its long, winding curves too fast. I often drove dangerously fast when I was anxious, probably because I wanted to be anywhere but where I was. Having a mind that can’t keep up with itself means you have all this excess energy, and it has to go somewhere. For me, it went into eating and breaking speed limits. This was definitely one of the more hazardous aspects of my anxiety—it turned me into a classic asshole LA driver, a speed freak.


The light in front of me turned red and I came to an abrupt halt. The driver next to me rolled down their window and yelled, “You on drugs? Slow down!”


No, I wasn’t on drugs, and maybe that was the problem, according to some of my friends and my doctor. They said I should look into anti-anxiety medication, anti-depressants, but there was no fucking way I was putting that shit in my body. That had been my bottom line, forever. I’d heard medication can dull you, take away your fire, and I had worked too damn hard to risk numbing myself into mediocrity, and limiting the creativity that was the heart and soul of who I was in the world.


I pulled over. It was hard for me to focus on the road, and I felt like I might get into an accident. I didn’t want that. I wanted to live. I wanted to enjoy life. Things were supposed to be good, the best ever, and I didn’t understand why I was feeling like this. I needed to talk to someone, but I wasn’t sure who, so I called my publicist and tried to sound casual.


“Hi!” I said, too brightly.


“Oh, hey, Jeremy! Congrats on Forbes, the issue looks great!”


I glanced at the magazine on the passenger seat again. Life was going exactly to plan. Wasn’t it?


“Aren’t you supposed to be at The Brunch?” she said.


“Yeah. I just left.”


Suddenly, I had an idea—ideas often came to me when my mind was spun out like that. Ideas that stretch the boundaries of workability, but were worth having anyway, because thinking abstractly and laterally are the keys to creative innovation. Loose balloons: the best, craziest ideas ever, concepts that will never work but that keep me excited. Loose balloons come from the maddest and most random corners of your creativity. Loose balloons lead you to places of true innovation, like Brian Jones’s Moroccan album or Lou Reed’s Metal Machine Music. Loose balloons are weird AF, and I love ’em, which is why I have one tattooed on my left arm.


“Hey, what if I open a restaurant where the menu is curated every night, not by the chef, but by the customers?” I said. “The customers write the menu? Every night?”


“Yeah! Like, an amazing, collaborative dinner party. That’s so interesting.”


“I mean, obviously, it would be impossible to apply that idea in a disciplined way that would allow us to have a sustainable and healthy business, and it would probably close after a week. But kinda dope, right?”


“The press would go nuts.”


“Yeah, it’s impossible though. Gotta go.”


I hung up. There was still no way I could drive, feeling like this. How could I ever get home?


I wished I’d told my publicist how I was really feeling. But I didn’t know how to show her that part of myself. Scared, vulnerable, anxious, spiraling Jeremy didn’t pair well with the image I had spent so many years crafting. I was supposed to be large and in charge, always in control. If she realized I wasn’t, maybe she’d start pressuring me to get medicated too. Then I wouldn’t have my loose balloons. Then I’d stop having wild ideas that I could paper-clip together into a legacy. Without my crazy, I’d be nothing.


Depression feels like nothing. An inexplicable lack. No excitement, no anger, no pain, no love, no attraction, no sadness. Hiding behind a shield of bullshit so deep that you don’t even remember how to climb out of it. No strength or courage to piece the puzzle back together and pull out of it before your whole world slowly bursts into flames. That was my greatest fear.


For years, I’d been chasing dreams in order to feel validated. Boxes on a checklist were my currency for happiness, and in escaping my fear of Nothingness I was now stuck, racing up an infinite ladder towards… This. Me on the side of Sunset Boulevard with my hazards blinking, no idea where the fuck I was going, or why.


I had tried deep breathing exercises. I knew it activated the parasympathetic nervous system and created an immediate soothing mechanism. I knew about moving my body, getting my heart rate up with a walk, stimulating the release of dopamine, serotonin, and noradrenaline in your brain. I knew about meditation, how it was supposed to give our brains a soothing neurochemical bubble bath. None of that had worked for me.


Then I felt it again. The sense that this was a moment in time. One that would change me, and push me towards a better version of myself, closer to the real journey, maybe one where I didn’t have to feel so alone in this mind of mine. I couldn’t save Jared—maybe no one could have—but maybe I could save myself. It was time to let my anxiety go, and just trust that wherever I landed, it would be somewhere better than this.
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